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Abstract:
This paper looks at experience with an exercise that has been carried out over several years,
in which a group of MBA students in Britain use the Internet to work alongside students in
other parts of the world. It places the changes in students' perceptions of the exercise in the
context of the evolution of the Internet and the need to build a learning community, and
looks at different models of communication which might be appropriate.
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Learning On The Internet
Each year since 1992, a group of MBA students based in London has participated in
discussions of a case study with students elsewhere in the world. The discussion takes place
using e-mail and is based around a case study originally used for class discussions by a
university in California (Quinn, 1992), which is deliberately written to encourage discussion
of its protagonists' thoughts and values. It was chosen for an electronic discussion because,
in the classroom environment, students seemed only to see one viewpoint within the case.
To quote a professor from California involved with the exercise: 'It was only when we
started to run the case in an electronic media that the case took off with a varied set of
opinions. Only then did students start to explore the legal and social as well as ethical issues
the case presents.' The case has been run many times since 1992, using an open discussion
between students linked by an electronic mailing list (Hacker et al, 1996). A mailing list was
chosen because the technology was available and accessible to all the universities involved.
While the case has remained unchanged over the years, students' reaction to it has varied
considerably between different cohorts. This may be influenced by:
•
•
•

The way that the exercise itself is structured
Students' perceptions of the technology used
Learning objectives and the pedagogic context.

Structure of the exercise
The learning objectives of the exercise were to offer students some experience in managing
through a virtual community, and to engage them in the process of using a network to discuss
business issues, and to give students the benefits of working with another cohort from
another country without the cost and commitment entailed in travel.
For students based in London, the structure of the exercise changed after the first year. In
1992 the case study was run purely as an open discussion on a mailing list. From 1993 the
British students were divided into groups, each looking at a different aspect of the dialogue:
in effect the students were asked to carry out some action research on electronic
communication. From 1994 the students working in France, on a Masters programme, used
corresponding groups, so it was possible to build learning groups with members on both
sides of the English Channel. Argyris and Schön (1991) point out some of the problems in
reaching rigorous conclusions as a result of participative action research such as this.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that introducing this structure increased the acceptability of the
exercise to students. In particular it transformed it from an 'interesting case study' to an
'exercise in using electronic communication to manage'. To quote one student from the 1994
cohort, 'it really made it clear how electronic networks could be used to discuss business
issues'.
The technology and students' perceptions
In recent years the Internet has become a widely used tool both in business and in education.
While the Internet has its origins in the 1970s, and the Joint Academic Network which links
UK universities to the Internet has been in place since 1984(Cooper, 1994), widespread
business use of the Internet can be traced to the evolution of the World Wide Web since
1992. Until the Web was introduced communication over the Internet was predominantly
text-based. Such a lean (text only) medium should be most appropriate for plain,
unequivocal, messages conveying simple information or instructions (Trevino, Daft, and
Lengel, 1990). More subtle messages, or the sort that would be used to discuss a case study
in business, would require a richer medium. By comparison, the richness of the Web makes
it an attractive medium for advertising, and the 'browsing' model of communication that it
uses ensures that users are not bombarded by unsolicited messages. Therefore commercial
advertising on the Web has become acceptable, in a way in which it remains unacceptable on
other parts of the Internet (Hammond, 1996).
While the Web is now widely used as a resource for browsing information, electronic mail
remains important for one-to-one communication. All students at the participating
universities needed to use e-mail in their day-to-day studies, so it was a readily available
technology. However it lacks any ability to 'thread' messages, discussed in the literature on
the use of computer-mediated communication in education (eg Mason and Kaye, 1989). The
importance accorded to threading suggests that either an alternative technology, or a mailing
list where the threading effect can be provided by the use of certain subject titles, should
have a rôle in the pedagogic use of the Internet.

Therefore, in two important respects - the lack of threading and the leanness of messages,
electronic mail was chosen despite its apparent unsuitability for the exercise. But until 1995
the convenience and the familiarity of e-mail compensated for this.
Laurillard (1993) emphasises the importance of introducing innovative approaches to
teaching in higher education, and in doing so building a community of learning. She
identifies the use of 'discursive media', which bring people together in discussions. While the
students in Britain enjoyed exchanging views with students elsewhere in the world (at
different times including France, Finland, and the US) they did not feel that they had built a
'community of learning' with their counterparts. This was one theoretical concept
underpinning the exercise, that was not fully recognised by students.
Hiltz (1995) describes one instance in which such a community of learning has been built,
using asynchronous communication to build an electronic learning environment. Hiltz's
example emphasises the importance of the asynchronous (different time) effect of electronic
communication, and again supports the use of electronic means even where there is no need
for students in different places to interact. Although she observes that 'one cannot segregate
the on-campus and distance markets', universities' markets are influenced by their geography.
One way in which electronic mail can add a new dimension to the on-campus market is by
permitting discussions with students in different universities around the world. The MBA
students who participated in this exercise from London were committed to on-campus
learning, but were happy to be offered an extra dimension using an electronic network.
The only cohort of students who were reluctant to accept participation in the exercise were a
group who were studying (part-time) in the evening. Their explanation was that they had
explicitly rejected the idea of distance education, and were reluctant to use the tools of
distance education even as an adjunct to their on-campus course. During a (face-to-face)
class discussion with this group, the group expressed a strong resistance to using, and
learning, a new computer system as part of their course when they needed to use technology
all day as part of their employment.
The 1996 cohort of students reported much less interest in the case than their predecessors.
Although every group has different personal characteristics, there was one very important
difference between this and previous years' cohorts. Until 1995 the proportion of students
who already had Internet access, through a service provider independent of the university, at
the start of their course, was always less than 10%. In 1996 it increased to 35% - reflecting
an increase in the use of the Internet among the population as a whole. For this group the
Internet held much less excitement than for their predecessors, and e-mail was seen as an
uninspiring technology. In particular, the manifestation of this reported by the students was
that they saw insufficient structure to the exercise.

Outcomes of the Exercise
Learning objectives and pedagogy

The (stated) learning objectives of the case were to give the students an opportunity to
discuss a case over an electronic network, and to raise some of the international, and crosscultural, issues that the availability of such a network might create. Inevitably responses to
these issues are subjective. Underlying these was a belief that information technology could
be used as part of a full-time, face-to-face, course provided that it offers some sort of tangible
benefit. In this case the tangible benefit was the international dimension offered by use of a
network.
There are some parallels between the approaches that students take to material and the
approach that a reader might take to a book. For over twenty years, the study of literature
has concentrated on the response of a reader to what has been written. It has encouraged
different people to describe what they see in particular works (Rosenblatt, 1976). This fosters
a debate between different critics, without begging questions about the author's intentions,
and it recognises the validity of different perspectives
The concept of an individual response is consistent with a view of communication, which
depends on the interaction of information being communicated, with the prior knowledge
and experience of the person who takes in the information. It is a model of a dialogue in
which listening is as important as talking (because part of the process of listening is to
analyse the information, and to relate it to its context).
This is important with postgraduate students, because it presents a model of learning in
which prior experience plays an important part. In an electronic discussion, it is possible to
gauge the effectiveness of learning material, by looking for evidence of students generating
responses which derive from their past experience. These could be
Messages which relate the issues discussed to the sender's own background
Messages which dispute a different contributor's perspective, without denying its validity.
The experience of work with MBA students and the case study was that students were very
prepared to introduce their experience, but reluctant to draw any analysis from it. A useful
tool for investigating this is based on the ideas of Winograd and Flores (1986). This has been
widely used in analysing contributions to computer-mediated discussions. It remains an
appropriate tool for analysing a discussion across the Internet, because it focuses on explicit
communication. In this environment, all communication takes place electronically and is
recorded; there is a minimum of tacit communication. Applying this analysis to the students
in the case study, there is a large number of 'assertives' (messages which say something)
which are not followed by other messages which carry out any analysis.
Johnson-Lenz and Johnson-Lenz (1982) identify a groupware system, called 'Tours' where
there are clear components - text, voting mechanisms, and so on -to support different
aspects of the group process. A deficiency of electronic mail discussions is the absence of
the same sort of delineation between stages of a process. One problem observed with
computer-mediated work is a tendency to provide responses at an inappropriate stage in a
discussion. In many cases, the stages are implicit, so in analysis we need to identify
contributions which delineate different stages. One of the principal problems reported by

students using the case study was that of messages being sent at an inappropriate stage in the
dialogue.

Indications for the future
The most pressing issue in developing the case is compensating for the familiarity of the
Internet - perhaps by providing some other element of novelty. To facilitate this, the case
will be run using a web-based interactive system with the next cohort of students. This will
be more intrinsically suitable for the discussion as well as a more attractive technology.
At first, this appears incompatible with an exercise which is driven by pedagogy, not by
technology. But the pedagogic emphasis, and the international focus, dictated the use of a
technical platform that was familiar to students, and widely available to them. Electronic mail
is fundamentally a one-to-one method of communication, and is thus based on a model very
different from that of a discussion forum. New systems, such as COW (conferencing on the
web) (Klavins, 1996) provide forums for discussion that are accessible to anybody with a
web browser. The structure of the COW, with distinct threads to the discussion, is better
suited to case analysis than a 'flat' e-mail discussion.
Students also reported a lack of sufficient structure in the timing of the discussion. With an
e-mail based system, this structure could be imposed by only permitting discussion on
certain topics at certain stages. With a web-based system, this may be unnecessary because
the same structure could be provided by separate conferences; in other words the discussion
would be separated by space and not time. But the students reported a need for a structure,
if they were to arrive at a conclusion, so it is unlikely that a division by time can be
abandoned completely.
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